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Near Pyatigorsk a group of cupola-shaped mountains rise in
the midst of steppe plains. Their structure shows that they
are of volcanic origin, having been produced as a result of
molten volcanic matter pushing up from below bending the
crust of sedimentary rocks. Weathering has exposed the
volcanic rocks in some places, and these upswellings are to-day
marked by the presence of hot and cold mineral springs,
famous for their medicinal properties throughout the U.S.S.R.
(seep. 487).
The Kuban and Terek rivers are fed by glaciers high up in
the Caucasian Ranges, and hence contain mo&t water when
the glaciers melt in the summer when water is most needed
for agriculture. The mountain torrents and rapids of their
upper courses render them useless for navigation, although
they are of immense value as possible sources of hydro-electric
energy. When the rivers reach the lowlands they branch out
into a multitude of shifting channels, forming a labyrinth of
lakes and marshes. The channels rapidly become choked with
alluvium, so that even the Kuban, a large river, is navigable
only below Krasnodar. Apart from the Don, no other rivers
are used for purposes of navigation in the Pre-Caucasus.
The Pre-Caucasian plains not only form a continuation of
the East European Plain; they also offer no obstacle to the
penetration of the climatic conditions of Eastern Europe far
south, to the foot of the mountains. Of course the southern
latitude brings about a reduction in the length of the winter.
Nevertheless, extremely severe frosts are possible, especially
in the east, where cold winds from the interior of Asia bring
* dry;, frosty conditions in winter and a dry, hot climate in
summer. This is in strong contrast to the west, which lies open
to the influence of mild westerly winds from the Black Sea
and the Mediterranean. Consequently the winters are mild
and the precipitation is heavy, especially in the south-western
corner, close to the mountains and the Black Sea (see p. 96).
Thus the physical regions of the Terek and Kuban valleys are
also climatic regions, and the Stavropol Plateau may be
regarded as a climatic divide between them.
This contrast between east and west is further reflected in